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Introduction
A few years back, I organized a session, titled 
“Where Has the Sociology of Childhood Gone?” at the 
annual meeting of the Canadian Sociology Association 
at the Congress for the Humanities and Social 
Sciences. This session yielded a great deal of interest 
from “sociology of youth” researchers, but papers on 
children and childhood were almost non-existent. I 
organized the session out of frustration, after having 
taught a sociology of childhood course for a number 
of years at Ryerson University in Toronto. Each year, 
when publishers’ representatives came around to sell 
course texts, there was not a single Canadian sociology 
of childhood textbook to be found. They nonetheless 
insisted on sending me psychology textbooks on child 
development. I watched my psychology collection 
grow over the years, as my sociology of childhood shelf 
lay bare. I contemplated writing my own Canadian 
textbook, but few publishers were interested because 
they believed there was too small a market, and they 
were correct.
I scanned sociology-department websites from 
across the country and found few stand-alone courses 
on children. There were plenty on the sociology of 
youth, families, violence, poverty, social problems/
issues, and the life-course and aging. All of these 
somewhat indirectly, potentially, included children, 
but few sociology departments actually committed 
an entire course to children. Introductory sociology 
textbooks, including my own co-edited book (with 
Lorne Tepperman), did not include a chapter on 
children. Most included chapters on “socialization,” 
but children as social actors and agents were absent 
there, too—or were an “absent presence,” as noted 
by historian Mona Gleason in her contribution to this 
forum. 
Things have been changing (and I did write my 
textbook, Children in Canada). Since the late 1980s, 
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we have seen new initiatives springing forth at national 
and international levels, such as the drafting and 
introduction of the UN Convention on the Rights 
of the Child, the United Nations’ World Summit for 
Children in 1990, the implementation of child-initiated 
movements to stop child labour, and the establishment 
of organizations to protect child soldiers.
At the international level, the 1990s was a decade 
of great promises to and for children and children’s 
rights—at least on paper. In 1989, the United 
Nations General Assembly adopted the Convention 
on the Rights of the Child. The convention includes 
a universally agreed-upon set of standards and 
obligations that are to be respected by the governments 
that have signed and ratified the agreement (only 
Somalia and the United States have not ratified the 
agreement [“Convention”]). Its articles are founded 
on the principles of respect for the dignity and worth 
of each individual, regardless of race, colour, gender, 
language, religion, opinions, origins, wealth, birth 
status, or ability, and are expected to apply to every 
child everywhere. Its four key commitments are 
(1) the best interests of the child, (2) survival and 
development, (3) children’s participation, and (4) 
non-discrimination (United Nations). Upon ratifying 
this agreement, governments are obliged to help 
improve conditions for children everywhere. In 1990, 
at the United Nations’ World Summit for Children, 
world leaders made a joint commitment and issued 
an urgent, universal appeal to give every child a better 
future. This was the largest gathering of world leaders 
in history. Led by seventy-one heads of State and 
eighty-eight other senior officials, the World Summit 
adopted a Declaration on the Survival, Protection 
and Development of Children and a Plan of Action 
for implementing the Declaration in the 1990s 
(“Promise”). In 2002, the UN again called upon world 
leaders to join a global movement aimed at building 
“a world fit for children.” This “new world” would be 
built by upholding a large number of principles and 
objectives, including commitments to put children 
first, eradicate poverty, leave no child behind, care 
for every child, educate every child, protect children 
from harm and exploitation, protect children from war, 
combat HIV/AIDS, listen to children and ensure their 
participation, and protect the earth for children (United 
Nations General Assembly). 
At the national level, there was the unanimous 
1989 all-party House of Commons commitment to 
end child poverty by 2000, the introduction of the 
National Children’s Agenda, the launch of the National 
Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth, and a 
shift in family policies (for better or for worse) from 
individual or family-oriented models to an “investing 
in children” paradigm (Jenson 169). Again, much of 
this has predominantly taken place on paper and in 
the form of promises (see Howe and Covell), raising 
questions about what is occurring in actual practice, in 
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applied research, and in mainstream Canadian sociology.
The Older and Virtually Absent Sociology of Childhood in Canadian 
Sociology
Sociology in Canada has been relatively and comparatively slow 
to jump to action when it comes to its own distinct contributions to 
childhood studies. Over the past three to four decades, Canadian 
sociology has made great strides in understanding gender and families, 
and social inequality and discrimination, almost to the detriment 
of understanding children and childhood. Canadian sociology has 
seemingly “given up” children as social subjects, worthy of study in 
their own right, to developmental psychologists, instead focusing on 
socialization and the intergenerational transmission of culture and 
roles. For the most part, Canadian sociologists treat children as objects 
that are being acted upon by parents and society. In mainstream 
Canadian sociology, children remain undefined, a homogenous lump 
to be sculpted and acted upon, either virtually invisible or in need of 
protection. Like the child in Canadian historical work, described by 
Gleason in this forum, “the child” in Canadian sociological work is 
characterized by vulnerability and dependency.
Obviously, children exist in every society, but what is meant by 
child or children, and when childhood is believed to begin and end, 
varies from culture to culture, across time, and between organizations 
and institutions within any one society. Even by Canadian legal/official 
definitions, a child can be anyone under the age of six, fourteen, 
sixteen, eighteen, or nineteen, or can be anyone, of any age, who 
resides, unattached, with a parent.1 There is very little consensus on 
how child, children, and childhood are defined. Furthermore, within 
any given time period or region, there are differing philosophical 
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approaches to understanding children and childhood, 
and children of different genders, races, and social-
class backgrounds often experience childhood 
differently. Traditional Canadian sociology has done 
little to understand and scrutinize this variability. 
Canadian sociologists have done a commendable 
job of problematizing traditional definitions of family, 
and identifying/mapping shifts in conceptualizations 
of women and motherhood, parenting, and, to a lesser 
degree, men and fatherhood.2 But they have done 
precious little in critically reflecting on the fluid and 
variable definitions and representations of “the child.” 
In fact, for the most part, “the child” has remained a 
fixed and homogenous object, acted upon and molded 
by ever-changing actors and social forces outside its 
control.
Developmental approaches continue to dominate 
childhood studies in this country. These approaches 
include relatively fixed, ages-and-stages-based 
approaches to understanding physical and social 
development, which normalize certain ways of 
being, and problematize or pathologize others, often 
leading to the creation of value-laden and stigmatizing 
categories such as “the at-risk child.” Often, in chapters 
on socialization in Canadian introductory sociology 
textbooks, children surface as an “absent presence,” 
to use, once again, the term employed by Gleason. 
Canadian sociologists have, for the most part, been 
interested in understanding how we—adults—have 
learned to become “functioning” members of the 
society in which we live, and thus have focused their 
discussions on the process of socialization.
American sociologist Talcott Parsons, profoundly 
influential in the development of some streams of 
Canadian sociology, has written extensively about 
socialization, the internalization of the culture of the 
society into which a child is born. More recently, 
socialization has been described as the developmental 
learning process whereby children learn how to enter 
into and participate in their social worlds (Danby and 
Farrell 36). Different cultures teach children different 
sets of expectations and conventions, which are 
perceived to be vital not only to the child, but also to 
the society as a whole. Socialization is said to involve 
social integration through the child’s internalization of 
norms.
Critics of traditional theorizing on socialization 
have recently expanded the notion to encompass a 
more complex and dynamic lifelong social experience 
through which individuals develop their human 
potential and learn the patterns of their culture (see 
Handel, Cahill, and Elkin). Nonetheless, for the 
most part, socialization is treated as a unidirectional 
molding of undifferentiated mounds of human 
“stuff”—children—by ever-changing actors (agents of 
socialization) and social forces. Traditional theorizing 
on socialization often fails to recognize that children 
learn not only from what they are told directly, but also 
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from what they see and hear around them; and that, 
as individuals, they come to process and act upon this 
learning.
A variant of this thinking appears in the form of 
social learning theory or social cognitive theory, 
developed by Albert Bandura in childhood studies 
decades ago, but still widely embraced in Canadian 
sociology today. Bandura emphasized the importance 
of children observing and modeling the behaviours, 
attitudes, and reactions of others, and maintained that 
“from observing others one forms an idea of how new 
behaviors are performed, and on later occasions this 
coded information serves as a guide for action” (22). 
More recently, American sociologists Barrie Thorne, 
Peter Adler, and Patricia Adler have challenged the 
idea of a unidirectional transmission from adults to 
children, and have focused on how children “play” 
with gender (Thorne) and their peer cultures (Adler 
and Adler), rather than simply accepting adult 
formulations and norms. Despite this development 
in American scholarship, it seems that, for the most 
part, mainstream Canadian sociology continues to 
have little faith in children as doers, knowers, and 
active participants in their diverse and changing social 
worlds.
While it is easy to blame mainstream Canadian 
sociology for its exclusion of children as active subjects 
in theory and research, we also need to consider the 
role of larger institutional structures and frameworks 
in shaping and constraining the nature and scope of 
research opportunities available to Canadian social 
researchers. For example, so much of what we know 
about Canadian children comes from the (re)analysis 
of data from Statistics Canada’s National Longitudinal 
Survey of Children and Youth, a long-term study of 
Canadian children’s development and well-being from 
birth through early adulthood. Statistics Canada and 
Human Resources and Social Development Canada 
began the study in 1994 in order to understand the 
factors that influence children’s social, emotional, and 
behavioural development and to monitor the impact 
of these factors over time. The study contains a series 
of instruments and measures, including a series of 
cognitive tests; a problem-solving exercise; literacy 
and numeracy assessments; surveys of parents and 
guardians, known as “persons most knowledgeable” 
(PMKs); and questionnaires completed by older 
children and youth. These extensive tests and measures 
recur in cycles, every two years. By Cycle 6, the 
sample consisted of about 26,000 children and 
youth (Statistics Canada, Parent). While the National 
Longitudinal Survey of Children and Youth has 
generated a great deal of knowledge about children, 
it is not without its flaws and limitations, which 
are reproduced in the work of dozens of Canadian 
sociologists engaged in the quantitative (re)analysis 
of its data. Also, because it relies heavily on the 
interpretation of children’s experiences by parents—
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usually mothers—who speak as PMKs on behalf of children, the survey 
filters children’s voices and experiences through adult lenses.
PMKs are used extensively in research involving children in 
Canada because of limitations placed on researchers by research 
ethics boards and funding agencies bound by the Tri-Council Policy 
Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans. This 
document codifies an ethical framework that, first and foremost, 
ensures free and informed consent, and the privacy and confidentiality 
of research participants. While the Tri-Council Policy Statement directs 
researchers to take special precautions when doing research with 
children, it is relatively brief and vague when it comes to how one 
might actually go about conducting this kind of research, and has led 
researchers to believe that it is easier to obtain ethical approval to ask 
adults about children than to work directly with children as active 
research subjects/participants. Children are expressly mentioned in 
a handful of sections, mostly in reference to their vulnerability as 
persons. While it is important to protect children (and all research 
subjects) from harm, the explanation for why this is so is expressed 
in future-oriented terms: “harm induced in children may have longer-
term consequences to their growth and development” (CIHR, NSERC, 
and SSHRC i5). While this may indeed be true, it seems that children’s 
rights now, as children and study participants, are eclipsed by the 
rights they will have as adults—lending support to the argument that 
children are valued only as future citizens and adults in the making. 
The Tri-Council Policy Statement also leaves “the child” undefined 
and ambiguously homogeneous as an entity or concept. Furthermore, 
the issues of informed (adult/parental) consent and of children’s 
vulnerabilities dominate this discussion.3 As a result, mainstream 
social research on children and childhood continues to undermine 
. . . it seems that 
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children’s competencies and agency, and to represent 
them as deficient, unfinished persons who require 
special protection as vulnerable subjects. The result 
is a virtual void in Canadian sociological research 
with, on, and by children. This is clearly not the case 
in sociology in other parts of the world, where, as 
in women’s studies and women’s-rights movements, 
efforts have been made to reconfigure childhood 
studies, with increased attention to children’s rights, 
competencies, and autonomy. 
Out with the Old, in With the New Sociology of 
Childhood, Elsewhere 
Even if only on paper, international movements 
and initiatives have helped to transform some of the 
theorizing and thinking about children and childhood. 
To begin with, a growing number of people are 
questioning and challenging the notion of the adult as 
“the being” and doer, and the child as “becoming” and 
potential. Jens Qvortrup, for example, explains that 
adults are seen as human beings, while children are 
treated as human becomings—unstable, incomplete, 
and incapable of independent thought. Qvortrup 
observes that it is the fate of children to be waiting: 
waiting to become adults, to mature, to become 
competent, to get capabilities, to acquire rights, to 
become useful, to have a say in societal matters, and 
to share resources (“Waiting”; “Childhood Matters”). 
This awareness and critique has contributed to the 
development of a “new” sociology of childhood, 
exemplified in the work of James, Jenks, and Prout; and 
Lee.
From its modest start in the late 1980s, the new 
sociology of childhood has become well-established 
in parts of Europe (UK, Germany, and Scandinavia, 
in particular) and in Australia (Wyness). The new 
sociology of childhood has developed critical 
alternatives to mainstream research on children, 
and has generated significant contributions to 
understanding childhood as a social phenomenon, 
thus opening space to legitimize the lives and voices of 
children. 
The new sociology of childhood arose symbiotically 
with the rise of the global children’s-rights agenda. 
Proponents of global children’s-rights movements 
are committed to the view that children are more 
competent and autonomous than they appear or are 
allowed to be. They seek to overturn adult paternalism 
that refuses to recognize children’s capabilities and 
rights. The goal of the proponents of global children’s 
rights, and theorists influenced by them, is to recognize 
the capacity of children to be autonomous social 
agents and competent decision-makers. This would, in 
turn, better inform policy and research.
The new sociology of childhood focuses on an 
appreciation of what children presently are, rather 
than what they will eventually become. And this 
approach, at least in places like the UK, is addressing 
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dynamic, social, structural, relational, and interpretive 
dimensions of the state of childhood and the status 
of “the child.” The new sociology of childhood 
emphasizes the agential (children as active “doers” 
in and of their social worlds) in children’s lives and 
activities. Children do not simply passively adapt 
to and learn from the culture surrounding them, as 
assumed in developmental and socialization theories, 
but rather participate as active reproducers of meaning, 
capable of appropriating and reinterpreting their 
situations and environments in order to contribute to 
cultural reproduction and change. Similar trends are 
found in other disciplines, as seen in the discussion by 
Julia Emberley, Mona Gleason, and Shauna Pomerantz 
in this forum. 
This approach seeks to highlight both the agency 
of children and their social, political, and economic 
status in contemporary societies—combining both 
macro/structure and micro/agency approaches. This 
means that children are seen and understood, through 
their talk and interactions, as participating actively in 
the construction of their own social situations (and 
having agency); but children and childhood are also 
understood as being constituted in relation to the adult 
world (structures) in which they live, as Gleason also 
notes. This means that, through this theorizing, there 
is a new focus on the way that childhood has been 
constituted and reconstituted through the dynamic 
interplay of adult structures and children’s agency.
It is apparent throughout this forum discussion 
that much of what we know about Canadian children 
today still comes from adults. Although adults have 
contributed a great deal to our understanding of 
children and childhood, fortunately, researchers and 
academics are increasingly involving children as 
contributors and participants—rather than objects—in 
the research process. Children are now involved in 
developing research agendas, as interviewers and peer 
researchers, and in analysis and dissemination. For 
example, a study of play spaces in the UK involved as 
researchers thirty-two primary schoolchildren from two 
schools in Leeds (Burke). The child researchers were 
given disposable cameras over a one-week period and 
were asked to record and reflect upon (through a photo 
diary and photo elicitation) their preferred places and 
spaces for play. The data generated by the children was 
used to influence policy and planning with respect 
to play strategies and spaces at the local and national 
level.
Although the emphasis placed on the ethics of 
research with children protects them from risks and 
limits their involvement, recent work has focused on 
empowering children through the inclusion of their 
voices, views, and experiences. The rise of more child-
centred methods has forced researchers to explore, 
reflect on, and understand children’s social location, 
while critically assessing their own assumptions 
about themselves as researchers, and about children. 
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 1 Sources: “Universal Child Care Benefit”; section of the Criminal 
Code of Canada on sexual consent (Canada, Department of Justice); 
Citizenship and Immigration Canada; section of the Criminal Code 
of Canada on child pornography (Canada, Department of Justice); 
British Columbia; Statistics Canada, “Census.”
 2 On traditional definitions of the family, see Eichler, Families; 
Family. On women and motherhood, see Bezanson; Fox; Luxton; and 
O’Reilly. On parenting, see Daly, Changing; and Quirke. On men 
and fatherhood, see Daly, “Reshaping”; and Doucet.
 3 See Punch for details.
 4 See, for example, Stasiulis; and Moosa-Mitha.
The importance of children and childhood(s) as 
topics for sociological study is reflected in a growing 
community of scholars engaged in research and 
theorizing in this area across Europe and Australia. 
Mainstream Canadian sociology should take its cue 
from them, from the margins of Canadian sociology,4 
and from other disciplines, as made clear in some of 
the innovations discussed in the papers of Emberley, 
Gleason, and Pomerantz in this forum. There is much 
to be learned and no time to waste.
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